Surgery on cervical folds for transcervical intrauterine artificial insemination with frozen-thawed semen enhances pregnancy rates in the sheep.
In sheep industry, genetic progress rate achieved by artificial insemination (AI) is limited by the convoluted anatomy of the cervix, which does not allow the passage of an insemination catheter for uterine semen deposition. The aim of this study was to test, in 98 pregnant at term Sarda ewes, the effects of: Experiment 1) total or partial ablation of cervical folds and Experiment 2) 4 or 2 incisions of cervical folds, on the passage of an insemination catheter, deposition of frozen-thawed semen and pregnancy rates. Surgical procedures were performed within 24 h from parturition providing deep sedation and epidural anaesthesia. Duration of surgeries and post-operatory recovery were carefully monitored. For both experiments, 5 months since surgery, independently of the stage of oestrus cycle, cervical patency was tested through the transcervical passage of a palpation probe. Six months since surgery, in Experiment 1, ewes were naturally mated with fertile rams. In Experiment 2, ewes submitted to incisions of the cervical folds and a control group underwent synchronisation of oestrus and transcervical AI with frozen-thawed semen. Thirty days later, for both experiments, pregnancy rates were assessed by ultrasonography and lambing rates were recorded. Five months after surgery, in Experiment 1, transcervical passage of a palpation probe to reach the uterine lumen was possible in all ewes submitted to total and partial ablation of folds. In Experiment 2, this was achievable in 90.5% ewes with 4 incisions of the folds and in 89.6% ewes with 2 incisions with no significant differences among groups (P = 0.44). In Experiment 1, pregnancy rates in ewes mated to rams after total or partial ablation of the cervical folds was 100%. In Experiment 2, following transcervical AI, pregnancy rates were higher in groups submitted to 4 (63.7%) or 2 (41.4%) incisions of the cervical folds compared to the control group (8%; P<0.05). These data were confirmed at lambing with rates of 56.8% and 41.4% in ewes submitted to 4 or 2 incisions respectively, significantly higher than the control group (4%; P<0.05). Surgical ablation or incision of the cervical folds in post-partum ewes represent valid procedures for transcervical intrauterine deposition of semen for AI, obtaining satisfactory pregnancy rates. These procedures might be useful in programs of genetic selection and MOET.